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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes emotionally grounded fiction with a strong sense of atmosphere, tenderness, and momentum. Each story is created to feel intimate, original, and deeply readable, with characters who carry quiet vulnerabilities beneath sharp, memorable chemistry.
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For every student who learned that being brilliant does not make the heart any less reckless.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Esme Calder is seventeen and a senior at Westbridge High. Sharp, disciplined, and impossible to outwork, she treats quiz bowl like the one place where effort still feels fair.

Kit Moreno is seventeen and a senior at Westbridge High. Calm under pressure and maddeningly quick on the buzzer, he has a talent for making impossible answers sound easy and silence feel personal.

Tori Baines is seventeen and Esme’s best friend. Warm, funny, and socially fearless, she understands exactly how hard Esme pretends not to care.

Jalen Brooks is eighteen and one of the oldest members of the quiz team. He brings steadiness, humor, and just enough honesty to keep everyone from lying to themselves for too long.

Asha Karim is sixteen and the youngest player on the varsity squad. Quiet until she decides not to be, she notices more than anyone realizes.

Elena Mendez is the Westbridge quiz coach. Demanding, fair, and impossible to charm with excuses, she knows talent means very little without trust.
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By seven twenty-three, the quiz room already smelled like dry-erase marker, old paper, and the burnt edge of cafeteria coffee drifting in from the hall.

Esme stood at the front table with her backpack on one chair and her practice binder open in front of her. The overhead lights had not fully warmed yet, and the room still carried that bluish early-morning cast that made every metal chair look colder than it was. She liked it this way. Before the rest of the building filled with noise. Before the announcements. Before someone else walked in and made everything feel crowded.

She pressed the handheld buzzer once. The red light flashed.

Then she flipped the laminated question card over with her left hand, read the clue, and answered under her breath before the second hand on the wall clock moved.

“John Donne.”

She checked the back. Correct.

Her mouth tightened with satisfaction, but only for a second. She reset the timer, pulled the next card, and did it again.

“Treaty of Versailles.”

Correct.

She reached for the third card at the exact moment the classroom door opened behind her.

“You know that only counts if another human being is here to lose to,” a voice said.

Esme did not turn around right away. She knew the voice too well. Calm, low, annoyingly awake for this hour. She let herself finish reading the card before she finally looked over her shoulder.

Kit stood in the doorway with one hand still on the metal bar, tie loosened, dark hair still damp from a shower or rain or whatever mysterious ritual allowed him to look put together before first period. His backpack hung from one shoulder. The expression on his face was neutral in the way that only made her more irritated, because Kit’s neutral always felt suspiciously close to amused.

“You’re early,” she said.

“So are you.”

“This is my room before school.”

He stepped inside and let the door close behind him with a soft click. “It’s technically Westbridge High’s room before school.”

Esme set the question card down. “You came here to argue ownership of folding tables?”

“No.” He moved toward the second buzzer unit on the front desk and dropped his backpack beside it. “I came because Coach texted last night that she wanted everyone here at seven thirty.”

Esme glanced at the clock.

Seven twenty-four.

“Everyone means everyone,” he added.

“I can tell time.”

“I’ve noticed.”

There were six words in that sentence, and somehow all six of them irritated her.

Kit reached for the second buzzer and tested it once. Red light. Soft electronic chirp. He looked up at the whiteboard where Coach had written one thing before leaving the room yesterday afternoon. The words were still there, neat and dark and impossible to ignore.

Regional Host School.

Below it, underlined twice, she had written:

Everything Changes Now.

Esme had stared at that line long after practice ended yesterday. Westbridge had never hosted regionals. They barely even had enough matching chairs for parent night. The idea of college scouts, district press, and actual banners hanging in their gym had already turned the whole school strange, like the ordinary parts were trying to decide whether to rise to the occasion or embarrass themselves in front of everybody.

She had not slept much.

Not because of the host announcement.

Because the coach had also said there would be “leadership decisions” this week.

Esme had been hearing versions of that phrase in her head ever since.

Kit picked up one of the laminated cards from the table. “Want to run speed rounds?”

“No.”

“Because you’d lose?”

“Because I like my morning to be peaceful.”

His gaze lifted to her face. “You slam a buzzer in an empty room before sunrise.”

“That is peaceful.”

Something at the corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile exactly. Worse. The beginning of one.

Esme hated that she noticed.

Footsteps sounded in the hall. Voices. Locker doors starting to bang open farther down. The school woke up by force.

Tori came in first, windblown and carrying two granola bars and a stack of photocopied history notes folded in half. “If either of you has started being unbearable already,” she said, dropping into the nearest chair, “I need thirty seconds before I can meditate.”

“No one asked you to mediate,” Esme said.

“That is what people always say right before they need me to save them.”

Jalen followed behind her with a yawn he did not bother hiding. Asha slipped in after him, hugging a spiral notebook to her chest. The room filled quickly after that with backpacks under chairs, pencil cases tossed onto tables, the scrape of metal legs against linoleum. It should have made Esme feel steadier. Normal. Instead it only sharpened the hum under her skin.

Coach Mendez entered at seven twenty-nine exactly, carrying a cardboard tray of coffees in one hand and a slim gray folder in the other.

The talking stopped.

It always did when she walked in. She was not loud, and she almost never repeated herself. Somehow that made silence happen faster.

“Phones away,” she said. “Bags zipped. Sit like you intend to win something.”

Everyone moved.

The coach set the coffees on the back table, kept the folder in her hand, and looked at the room for a moment without speaking. Outside the narrow window beside the door, the sky had gone from gray-blue to a pale washed silver. Somewhere overhead, a pipe knocked once and went still.

“You already know Westbridge is hosting regionals this year,” she said. “You also know what that means. More attention. More pressure. More people are deciding whether this team is worth funding next year.”

Jalen straightened.

Asha’s fingers tightened around her pen.

The coach continued. “It also means the Halcyon Academic Foundation will be observing our season. They sponsor one senior from the host school each year for a college scholarship recommendation.”

No one moved.

The room went so quiet Esme could hear the faint buzz from the fluorescent light above the board.

One senior.

Not one team member.

Not one application pool.

One.

Her pulse kicked once, hard.

Coach’s gaze moved over the room and landed nowhere long enough to settle. “If you’re already thinking about college, good. You should be. If you’re already thinking about beating each other for that recommendation, also good. Competition can sharpen you.”

Esme did not look at Kit.

She felt him anyway.

The coach lifted the gray folder slightly. “But I am not interested in a team that eats itself in public. So before we begin, I’m naming this season’s captains.”

Tori let out a tiny breath through her nose.

Esme sat straighter without meaning to.

Last year she had run most of the literature drills, built half the practice packets, and spent three Saturdays rewriting the team’s weak categories into something usable. She had earned this. Not in the vague way adults liked to say everyone earned everything by trying. In the real way. The measurable way. With hours and scores and memory and the fact that she had wanted this badly enough to give up things other people did not even notice giving up.

The coach opened the folder.

“Esme.”

Warm relief hit so fast it was almost dizzying.

Then the coach said, “Kit.”

The relief vanished so quickly it left a sting behind.

For one second Esme thought maybe she had misheard. Maybe the coach was naming the vice-captain. Maybe she was about to explain a split by category or travel roster or literally any arrangement that did not sound like what it sounded like.

The coach closed the folder.

“You will serve as co-captains.”

The silence this time had weight.

Esme stared at her.

Across the table, Kit did not move at all.

Tori’s eyes flicked from one of them to the other and then very carefully down to her notes, as if eye contact might count as being too involved.

The coach planted both palms on the edge of the front desk. “Your numbers are the strongest on the team and nearly identical. Your weaknesses are also obvious and nearly identical. You both mistake being right for being finished. That ends now.”

Heat rose behind Esme’s ears.

The coach kept going. “The scholarship recommendation will go to one senior. My captaincy decision does not decide that. Your season does. Leadership matters. Composure matters. What you do under pressure matters. If either of you turns this team into a private war, I will solve the problem by removing you from the decision entirely.”

No one even pretended to breathe.

Then Coach pulled a folded sheet from the folder and set it on the desk between Esme and Kit.

One sheet.

The regional prep schedule.

One column of dates. One line for captain notes. One list of appearances, scrimmages, volunteer hours, practice blocks, and an interview with the local paper that made Jalen visibly flinch.

“You share this,” Coach said. “Figure it out.”

She stepped back.

“Now. Toss-up drills. Buzzers up.”

The room moved because it had to.

Esme picked up her buzzer without looking sideways. Her fingers felt colder than they had ten minutes ago. Across from her, Kit did the same. The red light on his unit blinked once and held.

The coach read the first question.

“For ten points. This poet wrote the line ‘Tell all the truth but tell it slant—’”

Esme hit first.

“Emily Dickinson.”

“Correct.”

The coach did not pause. “This river runs through Prague.”

Kit buzzed.

“The Vltava.”

“Correct.”

Their answers came fast after that. Dates. Equations. Supreme Court cases. Novels. Chemical symbols. Capitals. Amendments. Battles. Paintings. Stars. The familiar rush took over, the one that made the rest of the room recede until all that mattered was the exact beat between clue and recall, between knowing and proving you knew before somebody else did.

Esme loved that feeling.

She hated that Kit matched it.

Not close.

Matched.

By the tenth question, the team had stopped pretending not to watch them.

By the fifteenth, even Coach’s expression had shifted into that narrow attentive look she got when something she expected was happening exactly as predicted.

Then came the question that snagged.

“This novel opens with the line ‘Last night I dreamt I went to Manderley again.’”

Esme buzzed and answered at the same moment Kit did.

“Rebecca.”

Their voices struck together.

The coach's mouth flattened. “Dead tie.”

A stupid answer for a stupid moment. The kind of thing that should have meant nothing. But something sharp passed between them anyway, because the words they had said together hung in the air like proof of a problem neither of them had asked for.

Same timing.

Same recall.

Same season.

One recommendation.

The coach lowered the packet. “Break.”

Chairs scraped back. Tori immediately stood and dragged Jalen with her toward the back table under the excuse of coffee. Asha bent over her notebook with suspicious intensity, as if the shape of her own handwriting had become urgent.

Esme placed her buzzer down more carefully than she felt.

She reached for the shared schedule sheet at the exact same time Kit did.

Their hands brushed.

It was barely contact. A knuckle against the side of her fingers. Warm skin. Quick enough that nobody else would have noticed.

Esme pulled back first because not pulling back felt impossible.

“You take Mondays and Wednesdays,” Kit said quietly. “I’ll cover Tuesday and Thursday packet builds.”

She looked at him, startled by the practical tone, the lack of challenge in it.

“You’re assigning me work now?”

“I’m preventing a fifteen-minute argument before the first period.”

“I don’t need your help.”

“No.” His voice stayed even. “You need sleep.”

That annoyed her more because it was true.

She folded her arms. “You don’t get to act like this is normal.”

“I know it’s not normal.”

“Do you?”

For the first time that morning, something shifted in his face. Not defensiveness. Not smugness. Something more tired than either.

“Yes,” he said.

He looked down, reached into the front pocket of his backpack, and pulled out a small blue index card.

Esme’s breath caught before she could stop it.

It was hers.

She knew it instantly from the bent corner and the silver gel-pen star she had drawn in the margin during a bus ride home last spring. One side held a stack of lit terms in her own handwriting. The other had a quote she had copied out because it steadied her before matches, though she would have denied that to anyone with a pulse.

She had lost it after districts.

She had looked for it everywhere.

Kit set it on top of the schedule sheet between them.

“You left it in the team van,” he said.

Esme stared at the card. “You had this the whole time?”

He glanced toward the door, where the first bell would ring any minute. “I found it the day you stopped talking to me.”

The room seemed to narrow, all at once, down to the blue card, the gray sheet beneath it, and the fact that Kit had kept both his voice and his eyes steady when she could not manage either.

The coach called from the back, “Two minutes.”

Esme lifted her gaze. “Why didn’t you give it back?”

Kit held her look for one beat, then another.

“Because,” he said softly, “I had a feeling you weren’t going to make this season easy.”

Then he nudged the shared schedule toward her and added, in the same maddeningly calm voice, “Be in the library after school. If we’re leading this team together, we start today.”

The first bell rang.

Around them, chairs moved, backpacks zipped, voices returned.

Esme looked down at the card in her hand, then at the single line at the top of the schedule packet where the scholarship paperwork was clipped beneath everything else.

Nominee.

Only one blank.

Only one name would fill it.

And after school, somehow, the last person she wanted beside her was the one person she could already feel changing the shape of the whole season.
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​Chapter 1: The Quiet Between Buzzers
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By the time the last period ended, the whole school had gone gold at the edges.

Sunlight pressed through the west-facing windows in long bright stripes that hit lockers, trophy cases, and the scuffed wax on the hallway floors. Students spilled out of classrooms in waves, loud and relieved and already halfway into the next thing. Someone down the hall shouted about practice. A door banged shut. Laughter rose, bounced off cinderblock, and dissolved into the ordinary chaos of dismissal.

Esme stood at her locker with her history book wedged under one arm and the blue index card tucked inside the front pocket of her binder where she could feel its slight bend every time she moved.

She had not looked at it again since morning.

She had thought about it all day.

That was worse.

Tori leaned against the locker next to hers, pulling her ponytail through the back of her sweater collar. “You’ve done that exact same zipper motion three times,” she said. “Either your bag is broken or your soul is.”

Esme yanked the zipper shut. “I’m fine.”

“You say that in the same tone people use right before they walk into a glass door.”

“I am not walking into anything.”

Tori tilted her head. “Library?”

Esme stared at her.

Tori widened her eyes with fake innocence. “What? I can read a room. Also, half the quiz team heard him tell you to be there.”

“It wasn’t a request.”

“That somehow makes it worse.”

Esme slid her lock into place harder than necessary. The metal clicked with a little too much force. “He does not get to act like we’re suddenly good at this.”

“At being co-captains?”

“At being anything.”

Tori’s expression softened just enough to irritate Esme more than the teasing had. “You know you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

Esme adjusted the strap on her backpack. “There’s nothing to tell.”

That was not true. There was at least one thing to tell, and it sat inside her binder with a bent corner and her own handwriting on it. There was the fact that Kit had kept it. There was the fact that he had known she’d lost it. There was the fact that he had waited.

Most of all, there was the old sting hidden under all of it, the one she had spent months teaching herself not to touch.

Tori watched her for another second and then let out a breath. “Fine. I’m choosing support through snacks. My mom made those cinnamon things you pretend not to like, and I brought extra.”

Esme looked at her. “I do like them.”

“I know. That’s why I brought extra.”

The corner of Esme’s mouth almost moved.

Almost.

Tori stepped aside as a group of freshmen pushed through, all talking at once. One of them dropped a folder, papers fanning across the floor like startled birds. Tori crouched automatically to help. Esme did too, and for ten quiet seconds it was just paper edges, apology-laughter, and the ordinary mercy of having something simple to do with her hands.

When they stood again, Tori tucked the recovered worksheets back into the freshman’s arms and waited until the girl hurried off.

“Do you want me to come to the library and sit nearby looking judgmental?” Tori asked.

“No.”

“I can be very subtle.”

“No, you cannot.”

“That is fair.” Tori slung her bag over one shoulder. “Then at least promise me you won’t let him get under your skin for free.”

Esme turned toward the stairwell. “He has to work a lot harder than that.”

Tori gave her a look that said she did not believe a word of it, then headed toward the front entrance with the easy confidence of someone whose home life included warm kitchens and people who asked how her day had gone and meant it.

Esme watched her go for a second longer than necessary.

Then she started for the library.

The after-school hallway felt different from morning. Less sharp. The urgency had drained out of the building, leaving behind slants of light, the smell of pencil shavings and floor cleaner, and the low dull sounds of clubs beginning to gather in distant rooms. The choir was already warming up somewhere upstairs. A trumpet missed a note in the band room and then tried again.

When Esme pushed open the library door, the rush of school dropped away at once.

The air inside was cooler, quieter, paper-soft.

Rows of shelves ran in long still lines beneath hanging pennants from colleges no one in the building could afford without help. The circulation desk lamp was on, but the main desk sat empty. Mrs. Talbot must have stepped into the office. The late sunlight reached only halfway across the carpet, leaving the back study tables in a calm gray hush.

Kit was already there.

Of course he was.

He sat at one of the center tables with three stacks of category folders spread around him and a legal pad at his elbow. His tie was gone now. The top button of his shirt had been opened, and his sleeves were pushed once to his forearms. He had a pencil between his fingers and the expression of someone fully occupied, which would have been easier to hate if it did not look so unforced.

Esme stopped just inside the doorway.

He looked up immediately, like he had been listening to her.

That annoyed her too.

“You’re late,” he said.

She glanced at the wall clock. “I’m two minutes early.”

He followed her look, checked his watch, and then gave the smallest shrug. “Then I’m early.”

Esme crossed the room and set her bag on the table opposite him. “You sound very proud of that.”

“I’m trying something new. Cooperation.”

She sat down. “You should have started with a lower difficulty level.”

Something flickered in his mouth. Not quite a smile. Something near one.

He pushed one of the folder stacks toward her. “The coach left district stats in my locker during the sixth period.”

Esme looked down. The tabs were marked with categories in dark ink. Literature. History. Fine Arts. Science. Current Events.

Her irritation thinned for a moment under the pull of familiar numbers and patterns. She opened the top packet. Westbridge’s average conversion rate from bonuses in literature was high. Science had slipped since January. Their early-buzz accuracy was still better than most schools in the district, but only when the room noise stayed low. On fast questions, they were strong. On rebound control, they bled points.

She hated how quickly her brain settled into place around it.

“You color-coded weaknesses,” she said before she could stop herself.

Kit lifted a shoulder. “It made the mess look less insulting.”

The tabs really were color-coded. Blue for stable categories. Yellow for inconsistent ones. Red for categories that had cost them matches.

Esme ran her thumb along the edge of the Fine Arts sheet. “This is not how I would have organized it.”

“No,” he said. “You’d have used separate binders, three labeled dividers, and enough sticky notes to frighten a normal person.”

She looked up sharply.

His expression stayed mild. “That wasn’t criticism.”

“You say a lot of things that sound like criticism.”

“That might be because you hear them that way.”

The quiet between them shifted.

Not louder. Worse. Sharper.

Esme set the stats down carefully. “Why did you really ask me here?”

He blinked. “To work.”

“No. You could have handed me a folder at practice tomorrow. You asked me here alone.”

For the first time since she walked in, Kit lost that steady tone by half a degree. Not much. Just enough that she noticed.

“We needed to talk without six people pretending not to listen.”

“So talk.”

He set down the pencil.

From the far side of the library came the faint squeak of a cart wheel turning somewhere beyond the shelves. A page rustled under Esme’s hand. Outside the tall windows, the football field glowed flat green in the sun.

Kit looked at the legal pad for a moment before lifting his eyes to hers again. “You haven’t spoken to me like a normal person since district.”

A small hard feeling tightened in Esme’s chest. “Maybe that should tell you something.”

“I know it should. I’m asking what.”

She gave a short laugh without humor. “You don’t know?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t be asking.”

There it was again, that infuriating calm that made her feel like the unreasonable one, as if the last six months had not been lived by both of them.

She pulled her binder closer and unzipped the pocket. The blue index card slid into her hand before she had fully decided to take it out. She set it on the table between them.

“You kept this.”

His gaze dropped to it, then lifted. “Yes.”

“For months.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

His jaw shifted once. “I told you this morning. I found it the day you stopped talking to me.”

“That was not an answer.”

“No,” he said quietly. “It wasn’t.”

Esme waited.

She could hear students outside now, crossing the courtyard in groups, their voices smudged by the glass. Somewhere near the back wall, a printer woke up and hummed for a few seconds before going still.

Kit leaned back in his chair, but only a little, as if even that much distance was a calculation. “Do you remember the bus ride home from districts?”

“Yes.”

The word came too fast.

Of course she remembered it.

Rain sliding down the windows in crooked silver lines. The stale heat of the bus. Tori fell asleep against the glass two rows ahead. Jalen hummed under his breath with one earbud in. The ache of losing by ten points after climbing back from twenty-two down. Kit sitting across the aisle with his tie half off, knees angled into the narrow space, looking at her like he wanted to say something and then not saying it for so long she had started to hate him for making her wait.

She remembered all of it.

Kit’s fingers rested against the edge of the table. “You were writing on that card.”

Esme’s throat tightened. “So?”

“So I asked what you were writing.”

“You made fun of me.”

His brows drew together. “No, I didn’t.”

Her laugh this time was clearer. “You absolutely did.”

“I asked if you were making emergency literature flashcards before we got back to school.”

“You said it like I was ridiculous.”

“I said it because you were doing homework on a moving bus after a twelve-hour tournament day.”

“That is not the same thing.”

He looked at her for a long second. “Esme.”

Something in his voice caught on her name in a way she wished it didn’t.

“I was trying to talk to you,” he said.

She stared at him.

For one strange suspended moment, the library seemed to narrow around that sentence. Not because it was especially dramatic. Because it wasn’t. Because it was plain, and quiet, and so far from what she had let herself believe that her first instinct was to reject it outright.

“You have a terrible way of showing that,” she said.

A breath that might have been a laugh left him. “Apparently.”

She looked down at the blue card again. The bent corner suddenly felt less like evidence and more like a bruise she had kept pressing just to check if it still hurt.

“That still doesn’t explain why you kept it.”

Kit was quiet for a beat. Then he said, “Because when I found it, I turned it over.”

Esme’s fingers curled around the edge of the table.

The quote was on the back. Of course that was what he meant.

She wished, absurdly, that the library had become louder. That someone had dropped a stack of atlases or started vacuuming in the hall or done anything at all to break the feeling of being too seen.

“You should have returned it anyway,” she said.

“I know.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

His gaze held hers. “Because you wrote something under the quote.”

The room seemed to go still in layers.

Esme knew exactly what he meant. She also knew there had only been three people on that bus row who could possibly have recognized the line she wrote beneath it, and one of them had been asleep against the window.

Her face went hot. “You read it?”

“I shouldn’t have.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

He did not answer right away, and that answer was enough.

Esme looked away first.

She had been tired and angry and raw after district. The line she wrote under the quote had not even been meant as a confession so much as a flare sent up where nobody was supposed to see it. A stupid private sentence in a tiny blue pen.

I hate how easy it is with him until I remember it isn’t.

At the time, it had felt safe to write because paper could hold embarrassment more quietly than people could. The paper stayed folded. The paper did not look back.

Her pulse beat hard behind her eyes.

“You had no right,” she said.

He took that without flinching. “I know.”

“And then you just kept it.”

“Yes.”

The honesty of it made her angrier than an excuse would have.

“Why?” she asked again, low now. “Why would you keep something like that?”

He looked toward the window for a second, sunlight striking one side of his face and leaving the other in softer shadow. When he turned back, his voice had lost all the dry steadiness it usually wore around her.

“Because I didn’t know what to do with it.”

Esme said nothing.

“I knew if I gave it back right then, you’d know I’d seen it.” He paused. “And I knew if you knew that, you’d never look at me the same way again.”

Her laugh came out barely above a breath. “That worked out wonderfully.”

A corner of pain moved through his expression so quickly she almost missed it. “No,” he said. “It didn’t.”

They sat with that.

A chair scraped somewhere in the far study row. Mrs. Talbot murmured something to a student. Pages turned. A copier clicked alive and died.

The world had kept moving. Esme resented it.

She swallowed. “So what, you carried it around all this time like proof I was an idiot?”

Kit’s head came up. “No.”

“You don’t get to sound offended.”

“I sound offended because that’s a terrible thing to think I’d do.”

“You read something private.”

“And I was wrong.” His voice stayed quiet, but it no longer felt mild. “I knew that the next second I realized what it was. I should have handed it back the next day and taken whatever came with that. I didn’t. That part is on me.”

Esme held his gaze.

“But I did not keep it because I thought you were an idiot,” he said. “I kept it because it mattered.”

The words landed in her chest and did not move.

She hated that she understood exactly how dangerous that sentence was.

Before she could answer, the library door opened again. Jalen walked in with Asha behind him, both carrying notebooks and the distracted expressions of people arriving mid-conversation.

They stopped almost immediately.

Jalen’s eyes moved from Esme to Kit to the blue index card sitting between them like a live wire. “Well,” he said. “This feels like a great moment for me to suddenly remember I have excellent timing.”

Asha glanced at the card, then at Esme’s face, and wisely said nothing at all.

The spell broke, though not cleanly.

Esme slid the card back into her binder so quickly the zipper caught. She yanked it loose and shut it. By the time she looked up again, her face felt composed. Maybe too composed.

Jalen set his stuff down at the far end of the table. “Coach told us to come by if you two were doing regional planning. Also, if possible, not to make it weird.”

“That was never realistic,” Asha said, taking a chair beside him.

Kit reached for the category sheets as if nothing in the room had changed. “We’re reviewing weak conversion zones.”

Jalen sat. “Amazing. I love when meetings begin with a phrase that sounds medically alarming.”

Esme opened the Fine Arts packet and forced her attention onto the numbers. Her heartbeat had not caught up with her face yet. She could still hear the line under everything else.

I kept it because it mattered.

She wanted to be furious for longer than this. She deserved to be. The problem was that fury had become unstable now, fraying at the edges under things she did not know where to place. Shame. Curiosity. Relief so slight and stubborn she refused to name it. The awful possibility that she had spent months standing inside the wrong version of the story.

Asha leaned across the table toward the science stats. “Their toss-up speed isn’t the real issue,” she said quietly. “It’s that when Esme or Kit misses a first buzz, everybody else hesitates. We lose rebound chances because the room assumes the answer must already be gone.”

Esme looked up.

Asha met her gaze for only a second before looking down at the paper again. “I’m just saying. It changes the team’s rhythm.”

Jalen nodded. “She’s right.”

Kit pushed the packet toward the center. “Then we train it out.”

There was no ego in the sentence. Just a decision.

Esme found herself answering before she weighed it. “We run split-pressure drills. Deliberate misses, then immediate rebound pickup.”

Three faces turned toward her.

“It’ll feel ugly,” she said, more briskly than she felt. “Which is the point. Everyone stops assuming the first buzz ends the question.”

Jalen grinned. “That is deeply evil. I love it.”

Asha, who almost never smiled first, did.

Kit glanced at Esme, and for a second the old easy current that had once existed between them moved into the open so naturally it almost hurt. “That would work,” he said.

It was such a simple sentence.

Still, something inside her shifted.

Not fixed. Not forgiven. Just moved.

The next hour passed in real work. The best kind, if Esme was being honest. Category breakdowns, match schedules, travel logistics, likely regional opponents. Jalen argued for more current-events drills because their team had the bad habit of knowing history too thoroughly and the present only when it became embarrassing not to. Asha pointed out three science categories where Westbridge was stronger than the stats made them appear, mostly because she had spent the last month quietly teaching herself things no one had asked her to learn. Kit built a practice matrix on the legal pad in fast clean lines. Esme reorganized it twice and improved it once. By the end, nobody objected when she took the pencil from his hand and rewrote the Thursday block because his time estimates were unrealistically hopeful.

Mrs. Talbot passed by at one point carrying returned books and gave their table a look half fond, half wary. “If this turns into shouting,” she said, “I will assign all of you to shelving duty.”

“We’re being scholarly,” Jalen told her.

“You’re being seventeen,” she said, and kept walking.

By six o’clock, the library had emptied enough that their voices seemed larger than before.

Sunlight had thinned to amber. The windows now reflected more of the room than the outside. Tori had texted Esme twenty minutes earlier to ask if she was alive, and Esme had typed back only a single yes before putting the phone face down again. She had not trusted herself with more.

Jalen finally packed up first. His mother worked evenings and got nervous if he was not home before dark. Asha left right after him, hugging two photocopied packets to her chest and promising, with unusual fierceness, that she would have a rebound drill outline by tomorrow morning.

That left only Esme and Kit again.

The quiet settled differently this time. Less volatile. More aware of itself.

Esme capped the highlighter in her hand and stacked the remaining folders. “Coach will want this in order.”

“She’ll want it alphabetized and emotionally enlightened,” Kit said.

Despite herself, Esme laughed.

It escaped before she could stop it.

The sound surprised both of them.

Kit looked up slowly, as if sudden movement might send it away.

Esme’s smile vanished at once, but the room had already changed.

He rested his forearms on the table. “There you are.”

Warmth rose to her face. “Do not make that into a thing.”

“I’m not making it into anything.”

“You are absolutely making it into something.”

His expression softened. “I just forgot you sounded like that.”

The sentence hit too close.

Esme looked down at the folders in front of her and aligned their corners with exaggerated precision. “You say strange things when people are trying to go home.”

“You say that like you’re not the one who stays until the custodians turn lights off.”

“That has happened once.”

“Twice.”

She looked up. “Why do you know that?”

He held her gaze. “Because I pay attention.”

Neither of them moved.

The library was so quiet now she could hear the old wall clock marking out each second with a patient, indifferent click. Somewhere outside, a car door shut. The sky beyond the windows had gone the color of faded peach.

Esme should have stood up then. She knew it. Packed her binder. Said something crisp and practical. Walked out with the safety of irritation back where it belonged.

Instead she asked, before caution could catch up, “Did you really not know why I stopped talking to you?”

Kit’s answer came without hesitation this time. “I knew it was about the card. I didn’t know whether it was because I found it, because I read it, or because what you wrote was true.”

Her chest went still.

The honesty in his face was unbearable because it did not look rehearsed or charming or defensive. It looked like he had been carrying the same weight from the other side and had no graceful way to set it down.

“And now?” she asked, quieter than she meant to.

He glanced at the tabletop once, then back to her. “Now I think it was probably all three.”

Esme breathed in. Slowly. Carefully.

The index card seemed to exist between them, even zipping away. She could feel it like a second pulse in her bag.

“What if I said I still don’t know what you’re supposed to do with something like that?” she asked.

Kit’s eyes stayed on hers.

“Then,” he said, just as quietly, “I’d say maybe neither of us does.”

Something fragile and frightening opened inside her at that.

Not safe.

Not certainty.

Something worse.

Hope, perhaps, in its earliest and most inconvenient form.

Before either of them could say anything else, a voice called from the circulation desk, “Closing in five.”

Mrs. Talbot, carrying her purse now.

The moment thinned. Not gone, but forced back into the ordinary shape of time.

Esme stood too quickly and nearly knocked her chair. She caught it before it tipped. “I should go.”

Kit rose too. “Esme.”

She looked at him.

For one second she thought he might say something impossible. Something that would split the careful fragile line they had somehow reached after months of standing on opposite ends of it.

Instead he only lifted the legal pad and tore off the top sheet.

Their practice grid.

He held it out to her first.

“We’re still co-captains tomorrow,” he said.

The words were practical. The way he said them wasn’t.

Esme took the page. Their fingers did not touch this time, but she felt the space where they could have.

“Yes,” she said.

Then she slung her bag over her shoulder and turned toward the exit before she could say anything softer.

The evening air outside the library felt cooler than she expected. The hallways were nearly empty now, washed quiet and dim. Her shoes echoed as she headed toward the front doors. Through the glass, the parking lot glimmered under the first hints of evening, cars reflecting the last light.

She was halfway down the front steps when she heard footsteps behind her.

Not close enough to startle. Close enough to matter.

She turned.

Kit stood at the top of the steps with one hand on the strap of his backpack. The sunset behind him blurred the edges of his face for a second before he moved forward into clearer light.

“You forgot this,” he said.

He held up a single sheet of paper.

Esme frowned. “What now?”

He came down two steps and offered it to her.

It was one of the scholarship information forms Coach had clipped beneath the regional schedule that morning. She recognized the school crest at the top immediately. Beneath it, in clean printed text, were the eligibility notes, the interview date, the recommendation deadline.

And across the bottom margin, in handwriting that was definitely not Coach’s, one sentence had been added in blue ink.

Make each other better or don’t bother trying.

Esme stared at it.

“That wasn’t there before,” she said.

“No,” Kit said.

She looked up. “You wrote this?”

His mouth tilted once, almost apologetically. “Coach said the polite version out loud. I made a shorter one.”

Esme should have rolled her eyes. She should have said it was arrogant or annoying or very like him to turn a life-altering season into a one-line challenge.

Instead she read it again.

Make each other better or don’t bother trying.

The breeze lifted a strand of hair across her cheek. She tucked it back slowly, still looking at the paper.

When she raised her head, Kit was watching her with that same unreadable steadiness that no longer felt entirely unreadable.

“We’re not friends,” she said, because something in her needs the boundary said out loud.

“No,” he agreed.

“We may not even be good at this.”

“That’s definitely possible.”

Her mouth almost gave in again.

She tightened her grip on the page. “And if you ever read something that belongs to me again, I’ll make your life difficult in ways that require creativity and stamina.”

For the first time all day, he smiled without restraint.

It changed his whole face. Warmed it. Undid something she had worked very hard to keep carefully intact.

“I believe you,” he said.

Esme looked away first, because looking longer felt dangerous in a way she was not ready to survive.

She stepped backward down one more stair. “See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow.”

She turned then and started toward the parking lot, the scholarship paper in one hand and the practice grid folded inside her binder. She could feel his gaze for exactly three steps before it disappeared behind her, though maybe that was only because she knew where he was standing.

At her mother’s car, she opened the passenger door and stopped.

Tucked between the scholarship form and the practice sheet was a smaller scrap she had not noticed before, torn from the edge of the legal pad.

On it, in the same slanted blue handwriting, were four words.

Literature speed round tomorrow?

Esme stood very still beside the car while the parking lot lights blinked one by one overhead.

Then, before she could overthink it into ruin, she took out a pen from the side pocket of her bag, braced the paper against her binder, and wrote a single answer beneath his question.

Only if you lose.

She folded the note once, looked back toward the school doors glowing warm against the darkening evening, and felt her heart do something unsteady and impossible to grade.
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​Chapter 2: Only If You Lose
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Esme did not leave the note on the front seat.

That was the first decision.

She stood beside her mother’s car in the cooling dark with the paper folded small between her fingers and the parking lot lights turning the rows of vehicles flat and pale. For a few seconds she seriously considered opening the passenger door, dropping the note into the mess of receipts and water bottles by her feet, and pretending she had never written anything back at all.

That would have been smarter.

Instead she slid the folded scrap into the inside pocket of her binder, tucked the binder under her arm, and got into the car with her pulse doing something strange and uneven.

Her mother was still on a work call, one hand on the steering wheel, her voice calm and clipped in that way it became when she was trying to sound patient with people who did not deserve it. She gave Esme a quick distracted smile as Esme closed the door, then mouthed, “Two minutes.”

Esme nodded and looked out the window.

The school glowed behind them, gold squares of light against the darkening sky. Students crossed the parking lot in twos and threes, laughing, dragging backpacks, still inside their own small dramas. Somewhere near the gym, a whistle blew twice. The note in Esme’s binder pocket seemed to warm under the weight of everything else.

Only if you lose.

It had sounded clever for exactly seven seconds.

Now it sounded like an admission. Not a large one. Not even a particularly brave one. Still, it was more soft than she had meant to hand him.

Her mother ended the call before they reached the main road. “Sorry,” she said, rubbing one temple. “End of quarter. Everyone discovers urgency at the same time.”

“It’s fine.”

“You look tired.”

“I am tired.”

Her mother glanced at her briefly, then back at the traffic. “Long practice?”

“Planning.”

“With the team?”

Esme watched the streetlights smear past the window. “Most of it.”

That was enough to earn a second glance.

Her mother did not ask more, though. She rarely pushed when Esme’s answers came clipped. Sometimes that felt like kindness. Sometimes it felt like a kind of distance they had both agreed to call normal because naming it anything else would require time neither of them seemed to have.

At home, dinner was leftover pasta reheated in silence and eaten at the kitchen island while her mother typed at the other end of the counter. The apartment was neat in the careful way of spaces nobody had time to live messily in. A bowl of clementines. A stack of unopened mail. One dish towel hanging perfectly straight from the oven handle. The evening news spoke softly from the living room and went mostly unheard.

Esme took her plate to the sink, finished two pages of calculus homework, reorganized Thursday’s practice notes, and still ended up staring at the binder pocket again.

At ten thirty-four, she took the folded paper out and read her own words as if seeing them might somehow change them.

Only if you lose.

She should throw it away.

Instead she slipped it into the pages of her literature notebook and turned off the lamp.

Sleep did not come quickly.

When it finally did, it carried fragments rather than rest. The buzzer light flashing red in an empty room. Blue ink on a bent card. Kit’s face at the library table when he said, Because I pay attention, in that low, careful voice that made the simplest sentence feel more dangerous than it should.

By morning, she was annoyed with herself all over again.

The sky outside her bedroom window was still barely awake when she got dressed. Navy skirt. White shirt. Gray cardigan. Hair twisted back and pinned, then unpinned and redone because the first attempt looked like she had given up midway through. She stood over her desk for a second before picking up the note and folding it tighter into a small square.

She could still change her mind.

She put it in her blazer pocket anyway.

The school corridors held onto the smell of last night’s floor polish when she arrived. Lockers lined the hall in dull blue rows. A janitor’s cart squeaked around the corner by the social studies wing. Far off, someone tested a microphone in the auditorium and the feedback shrieked once before cutting out.

Esme had just turned toward the quiz room when she saw Kit at his locker.

He stood with one shoulder angled toward the metal door, flipping through a stack of loose papers, tie still untied around his collar. Morning light from the stairwell window struck the side of his face, pulling gold into the darker brown of his hair. He looked up as if he felt her there before he actually saw her.

That immediate look, that annoying accuracy, unsettled her more than it should have.

For one second neither of them moved.

Then Kit’s gaze dropped, just briefly, to the pocket of her blazer and back to her face again.

He knew.

Heat touched the back of her neck.

“You’re early,” he said.

“You said that yesterday.”

“And you said I was wrong.”

“You were.”

He shut the locker. “Are you keeping score already?”

Esme stepped closer. Not too close. Just enough that the quiet around them changed shape. The hall was still mostly empty, only the rattle of a distant cart and the thud of a classroom door opening somewhere near the front office.

She took the folded note from her pocket and held it out.

Kit looked at it, then at her.

“You actually wrote back.”

The words were light. His face wasn’t.

“I changed my mind about three times,” Esme said.

“And yet.”

“And yet.” She lifted the paper a fraction. “Take it before I remember I have standards.”

Something warm moved through his expression then, quick and unguarded. He took the note carefully, as though she had handed him something less fragile than it was and he knew better.

His fingers brushed hers this time.

It was barely anything. Still enough to send a small clean shock through her she was not prepared for at seven in the morning.

Kit unfolded the paper while she stood there trying very hard not to look like she cared. His eyes moved over the line, and then he laughed once under his breath.

Esme crossed her arms. “That reaction could mean a lot of things.”

“It means I’m offended by your lack of faith.”

“You should be. It keeps you humble.”

He looked at her over the edge of the paper. “Do you always threaten people before school?”

“Only the ones who deserve it.”

He folded the note again, slower this time, and slid it into the inside pocket of his blazer. Not his backpack. Not a folder. The inside pocket, close and deliberate.

Esme noticed. Of course she noticed.

Before she could decide whether that bothered her, pleased her, or both, footsteps pounded up the hall. Tori appeared at the corner carrying a coffee she was definitely not supposed to have and a half-zipped backpack threatening to spill papers.

She slowed the second she saw them.

“Oh,” she said, drawing the word out. “Good morning to whatever this is.”

Esme stepped back instantly. “Nothing.”

Tori looked between them with undisguised interest. “Amazing. My favorite kind of nothing.”

Kit leaned one shoulder against the locker and, traitorously, did not help at all. “You’re late.”

“I’m theatrically timed,” Tori said. Then, to Esme, “Coach Elena is already in the room and has the expression she gets when she has plans for other people’s peace.”

Esme’s stomach tightened. “What plans?”

“That, tragically, is how suspense works.”

She turned and started walking before either of them could answer, forcing Kit and Tori to follow. The quiz room door stood open. Inside, the fluorescent lights were fully on now, flattening the morning into sharp edges. Jalen was already there with a muffin in one hand and his practice packet in the other. Asha sat at the front table, her notebook open, pen moving in tiny determined strokes. Coach Elena stood at the whiteboard writing out the day’s drill order in neat black marker.

She did not turn around when she said, “You’re all here. Excellent. Sit down.”

No one wasted time.

Esme took her usual seat. Kit sat across from her. Tori dropped into the chair beside Esme with a look of martyrdom. Jalen swallowed the last of his muffin in one bite. Asha capped her pen and straightened.

Coach Elena set the marker down. “We have three weeks until our first invitational as host school. That means there are exactly three weeks for the rest of the district to decide whether Westbridge deserves to be taken seriously. I would prefer that answer to be
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